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The Object: A Looking Glass

What we now call “mirrors” were, until the late nineteenth century, referred to
1
as “looking glasses.”

Currently displayed at the
Virginia Museum of Fine Arts in
Richmond, VA, this 18th Century (c, 1762-1767)
Colonial American
looking glass4
defines the focus of this book.

They are somewhat magical objects,
in that they are relatively simple,
yet they can do wonderful things
with light,
sense of space,
and self awareness (more on this later.)

Questions regarding its origin
(maker/retailer), its materiality,
and its use will be explored, as
well as the cultural context in
which this looking glass was
produced.
Using the information gathered
around this mirror as a means of
interest and reflection, a modern example of a looking glass
will be briefly explored to shed
light on the evolution of the
cultural context since the 18th
century.
From there, the question
will be:

2+3

Artwork by Descartes; Image courtesy of PNAS.org

Humans have been using reflective objects since...FOREVER.
19th century
Germany:
glass + silver + vacuum

3rd Century, CE
Romans: glass

6000 BCE
pools of water
polished stone
(Obsidian)

1. Morris, 2019
2. Louder, 2017
3. Mirror History, n.d.
4. VMFA, 2021

2000 BCE

China:
cast bronze

12th Century
Germany & Italy:
glass + tin, silver,
& mercury amalgams

20th Century
glass + aluminum
+ vacuum

What do we do
with this?
Image Credit: Virginia Museum of Fine Arts
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Origin: Person, Place, &Style
1

John Elliott Sr. (1713-1781).

Mr. Elliot was a Quaker and a cabinet maker in Leicester, England before he
came to Philadelphia in 1753. He continued making cabinets for 5 years, and
even got into hanging large bells on homesn(notably, one for Ben Franklin)
until he realized that importing looking glasses -both with frames and withoutwas a more lucrative business. During the years he was in business, Mr. Elliott
offered the widest variety of looking glasses of any dealer/maker in Philadelphia.

While he was still making furniture, Elliott was commissioned to make an easy
chair and 8 side chairs, which he made in the “Chippendale” style. Though
some Chippendale furniture had been imported already, he brought with him
the knowledge of the craft and design techniques and is therefore credited with
helping to establish the new style in America. Almost all of his more than 10 different designs of looking glass frames fall into the category of the Chippendale
style, though he referred to them as “pagoda” style. 2

It’s fun to imagine

Our mirror at the VMFA is considered to be all of the following: Chippendale style,
American Rococo, Pagoda style, and Queen Anne style. It is also
2
an example of what’s known to be the second most popular design that Mr.
2, 3
Elliott produced.

looking glass (as it is

that the image of the
man in the painting reflected in the

currently displayed
at the Virginia Mu-

Based on invoices, advertisements, shipping labels, and wood samples, John
Elliott Sr. imported (from London) both framed and unframed looking glasses,
but he did make a great portion of the frames himself, using the imported glass.
He was also able to quicksilver glass that his customers brought to him, which is
2
a process of applying an amalgam (a mixture/alloy) of mercury, tin, and silver.

seum of Fine Arts)
is its maker/retailer,
John Elliott Sr!

One of the species of wood used to construct the frame
shown on the left indicates that it was one of the frames that
Elliott made in Philadelphia.
13 Colonies Flag. Image Credit: Wikipedia

1. Campbell, n.d.
2. Hayward, 1973
3. Merriam-Webster, n.d.

Chippendale Chair. Image Credit: History & Style
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Materiality & Formal Analysis

16 inches wide

There is a gilt and gesso shell* in a circular opening in the crest.

Gold Gilding

Because wood is responsive to humidity and has a varied grain, an intermediary
layer, (a primer) must be applied to the wood before the gold leaf. In the 18th
century, this primer was made of finely crushed limestone, sheepskin glue, and
water. The primer is applied in 10-12 thick layers, and once dry it is buffed and
covered in 2 light layers of kaolinitic clay. (After gold is applied,this layer compresses under the pressure of a final polishing, which encourages the gold leaf to
be more shiny.) Gold leaf is applied to the kaolinitic clay layer using water, which
regenerates the glue layer, which causes the gold leaf to adhere. Glue is brushed
over the gold leaf;brilliance is acheived by polishing with an agate stone.1 Texture
and engraving can be created due to the thickness of all of these layers.

Gesso is a mix of animal glue binder (usually rabbit or sheep skin glues,) chalk,
and white pigment. Thinner mixtures are used to coat rigid surfaces such as
wood or canvas as a primer,5 but in this case, a thicker mixture is used as a sculpting material, to which gold leaf is applied.
*Despite the fact that the ornament in the crest of this mirror is referred to as
a “shell” in the literature (due to its relationship to the Rococo style and era)
and is gesturally the shape of a shell, it appears more floral to me. After a bit
of research, I contend that the style of this motif is an evolved combination of
the forms of a shell and acanthus leaves, which were a commonly used form in
Classic works of art and architecture, (especially the Corinthian orders) and
Renaissance art and architecture.

Silvered, Beveled Glass Mirror, in Two Pieces

Image Credit: Federalist Antiques

Image Credit: Sotheby’s

The shape of the top of the mirror is referred to as
basic “fretwork.”
The crest of this mirror is composed of 3 sections:

43 inches tall

Image Credit: LaChiusa, 2002

A larger mirror made with glass6 in parts was about 30% less expensive than
those made with a single piece. As glass was not made in the colonies, it had
to be imported from Europe. However, silvering was something that could be
done in the colonies, and it is a service that John Elliott offered to his customers
(should they have their own pieces of glass.) The “quicksilver”(a nickname for
Mercury) process first involved brushing a thin piece of tin foil, slightly larger
than the glass plate, onto the surface of a smooth (often marble) table. Using
brushes and wool, mercury was applied to the surface of the foil. The tin dissolved into the mercury to form a mercury-tin alloy, or amalgam. Then the glass
plate was lowered into place in one smooth motion so as not to tear the foil.
Weights were then placed on the glass to encourage adhesion. The table was
then tilted to allow the excess mercury to pour off. Over a period of 18-30 days
the table was tilted more each day until the mirror was completely vertical. At
this point the tin foil sheet could be trimmed
and the back of the mirror could be
4
varnished to protect the metallic layer.
It is impressive that Mr. Elliott lived to the age of 68, despite his repeated exposure to mercury!

6

1. three lobed central section
2. mid-section, winged scroll

3. outer, incurving scroll

Wood Species
Image Credit: Hayward, 1971

The base is composed of a rectangular, carved molding.
1. Perrault, 2019
2. VMFA, 2021
3. Anderson, 2012
4. Payne de Chavez, 2010
5. Wikipedia, 2021

LABEL

VMFA: “This looking glass bears the label of
Philadelphia merchant John Elliott Sr.”

Our mirror is made with a mahogany veneer over spruce, with a pine backing. The species of pine (white) used in the
backing is what indicates that this
6
mirror’s frame was made in Philadelphia. Mahogany is native to neither England
3
nor the NE United States, and came from Jamaica, Cuba, or Honduras. We will
return to the issue of how the Mahogany was harvested later in this book.

6. Carlisle, 1983--

5
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Who Owned This Mirror?
No VMFA image of the
label!

??

“

would equal in today’s society. By our best estimatioins, our dear
looking glass had a price tag equivalent to what would be approximately

This Looking Glass Store, the Sign
of the Bell and Looking Glass,
[on] Walnut Street, Philadel[phia]
imports and sells all sorts of English Looking Glasses at the lowest
rates.
He also new quicksilvers and
frames old glasses and supplies
people with new glass to their own
frame.

=$530 in 2021

German?

Of course, we cannot say for certain that the owner of the
looking glass was German, but as given that John Elliott
decided to print a bi-lingual label that was half German, it
stands to reason
that he was used to dealing with German
1
customers. The image to the right shows a similar John
Elliott looking glass displayed at Winterthur museum.
We can see that its form and contours harmonize well
with the Pennsylvania - German aesthetic.

5

Upper Middle Class?
Images credit: Winterthur

1. Berry, 1970
2. VMFA, 2021
3. Hayward, 1983
4. Freece, 2011
5. Crews, n.d.

Again, assuming that the label to the left is from a looking glass quite
comparable to ours, the cost of the mirror tells us something, though
lots of guesswork is involved. There are no statistics from colonial time
5
that deal with gross national product or per capita earnings. Nonetheless, some historians have put together complex equations to produce
ratios to help us understand what

8 pounds, 12 shillings in 1762

“

There is no
specific
information
about the
original owner
of this looking
glass...
Maybe the label
on the back can
provide a few
clues about the
demographics
of its owner?

Thankfully, John Elliott sold a lot of looking glasses, and there are
loads of images of surviving labels. Below is a label from a comparable looking glass in size and shape, and production time frame. It
is known that John Elliott changed his shop location in 1762. After
that he hand altered his printed labels to say Walnut Street instead of
Chestnut Street. Assuming that the VMFA historians were aware of
this change of location in 1762, we can infer that the label on the back
our our looking glass has the same alteration, since the VMFA notes
1&2
the date of production to be between 1762 and 1767.

We know that the buyer of this looking glass opted for the
less expensive glass-in-parts approach. We also know that Mr.
Elliott’s inventory of looking glasses had an upper cost range
3
of about 15 pounds. Therefore, it’s easy to surmise that the
owner wasn’t one of the very most wealthy colonists, though
they were likely to be quite comfortable.

6
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Context in the Home

Our dear looking glass is the size and shape of what is commonly referred to as a

“Pier Mirror.”

Image credit: Colonial Williamsburg.org

It was most likely designed to fit on a wall between 2 windows, in order to give an increased sense of light and space during the day. There would often be a pier table in
front of the mirror, frequently with candles, so that at night the looking glass would
1
maximize the candle light.
On the left we can see an example of a pier mirror on display in Colonial Williamsburg, in what would have likely been a much more wealthy household. The one caveat to the previous assumption that our looking glass was owned by an upper middle
class family is that it is possible that it might have been used in a bedroom or private
space in a very wealthy family’s home, with the more impressive, costlier looking
glasses on display in the public rooms.
To the right we see a modern example of a pier mirror in use. The exaggerated size
is really effective at creating the illusion of more light and space.

Image credit: Michelle Cohen, 2019; 6sqft.com

1. Vries, 2016
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Reflecting back: Mahogany

Around 1720, Mahogany was imported to England and began to supercede walnut as the wood of
choice for fancy furniture.2 The North East colonies were a good stopping point along the shipping
route from Jamaica, Cuba, and Honduras. Of course, some of the Mahogany remained in the North
East, and that is most likely how Mr. Elliott got his supply of Mahogany for his many looking glasses. 3
					........................................
An object analysis requires one to dissect an object into its many parts and pieces, and to think about
each piece individually. How was it made? Where did it come from? How did it find its way to meet the
other pieces inherent in the object? Initially, I had made a rather quick decision to analyse the looking
glass, partly because it was literally just down the road from where I live, and partly because I am fond
of mirrors and their interaction with light and space. I was skeptical that I would reach a point of real
interest beyond those qualities, when it came to my analysis. However, when I reached the point in my
process in which I had to think about the mahogany veneer, a loud bell sounded in my ear. Knowing
that mahogany only grows in tropical climates, it was common sense that it had to be imported from
the Carribean. Who would have been tasked with the difficult job of harvesting and shipping the trees
to the colonies and beyond? I had a sinking feeling and immediately knew that my research would lead
me to the topic of slavery. And so that is where we are now, in this book.

Image credit: New York Times, 2012

Though it’s not my intention to rehash all the details of the slave labor in the Caribbean, it’s appropriate to paint the general picture. It is not hard to imagine that it
was terrible. Slaves were branded, they lived in sub-par conditions, they felled and
dragged huge trees to the waterfront and floated them to ships in bays that were full
of sharks and coral reefs. A few upsides: they carried machetes, and could choose
to strike back at authorities; and they could also easily choose to disappear into the
woods, if they had a better place to go. There were some rebellions that delayed timber harvests. And, there were some positive liasons with white people, just like everywhere else slavery existed. 1
About Mahogany, Charles Dickens said that the varnished wood reflected “in the
depth of its grain, through all its polish, the hue of the wretched slaves.”1 Under-

standing the true cost of it, white abolitionists gradually lost their taste
for mahogany. When I read that statement, I thought,

“That’s me. I would be like them.”
1. Kahn, 2012
2. Britannica, 2010
3. Savage, 2017

8

8

Reflections
I wondered where I should
go with my questions and
analysis after hitting the
slavery topic. I got up from
my desk and wandered down
the hall, and was met with my
reflection in this mirror:

Style:
This is another example of a
“pier mirror,” modeled after a
Palladian style window. The
description on Target’s website
states that the intented style is
“coastal.”

??

Materiality:
-Mirrored glass
-The frame is made with gray
stained, white washed,
Chinese Fir.
-The backing is MDF.

After thinking so much
about John Elliott’s looking
glass, my mind automatically
generated questions about
this mirror:
What are the qualities of this
mirror?
72”

Use:
It is currently used in a location
that’s not near any windows. Its
purpose is to enhance the sense
of space in a small room.
Retailer/Cost
$226 - Amazon

What is it made of?
Where is it made?
Who made it?

!!

Where/How it’s Made
This item is made in China. !!
Research suggests that it is
made in one of many multipurpose factories, though it’s not
determined which one
and/or where.

!!
Cue: a similar feeling to the
one I had when I thought
about the mahogany in John
Elliott’s looking glass...but
worse. I want to be like the
white abolishonists who lost
their taste for mahogany, but
am I?
I’d heard a few things about
the working conditions in
Chinese factories. It felt like
my research muscles were
leading me to ask deeper
questions about the current
reality of those conditions...

...and about about my consuption of products which are made
in harsh working conditions...

23”
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Questions, Answers, More Questions...
Q:

Q:

Q:

Have factory working conditions in China improved
since I last heard rumors that they were sub par?

How much of what I buy is made in Chinese factories?

How are leading countries justifying their economic trade with these humanitarian issues at stake?

In some very important ways, the answer is that

Surprisingly, some statistics suggest that only about 3% of American’s
personal spending goes to China. We may buy a lot of “cheap stuff” from
China, but most of our spending is on services and large ticket items that
originate in the US. 2

There is currently a bill that’s passed in the Senate to ban all imports from
the Xianjiang region of China, where the Muslim internment camps are
located. This bill is set to be considered by the House of Representatives
in mid December, 2021.

While that is reassuring, when it comes to companies like Amazon, most
products that are purchased are imported, and most products are made
in China. Statistics about this are all over the place, but the range starts at
over 50% and some even suggest that it is upwards of 90%.

Other countries, such as the Netherlands, have started to sue companies
with known production ties to this region, such as Nike. 3

conditinos are even worse, especially if you are Muslim.
In the region of Xinjiang, over the past 5 years, the Chinese government
has built a permanent mass detention infrastructure to help carry out its
campaign against Muslims. These detention camps, which cover approximately 206 million square feet of space, are built with factories within
them! Labor is unpaid, and is forced.1

There are currently over 1 million detainees.
This is literally the definition of slavery.

But I think we need to assume that whatever is happening now, is not enough!

What do we do with this?

Interestingly enough, this is the current stopping point for the object analysis of an 18th century Colonial America looking glass. But obviously, this is not at all a point at which we should
stop our reflections, analysis, and questioning around the origins of the objects that surround
us! Beyond just questions however, it seems that there are millions of people right now who
require our immediate attention, and our immediate

ACTION.

(What will that be??)
1.Rajagopalan, 2021
2. Goldstein, 2011
3. Hunnicutt, 2021
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